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Native Counselling Services of Alberta 
The Family Courtworker Program 





Eight years ago, Sarah*, her husband Roy , and their nine chikd- 
nen moved from Beaver Lake to Edmonton. The family had had some problems 
back home: drinking, money problems, and sometimes, Sarah and Roy had 
thoubLe handling the kids. There was good family support on the Reserve, 
however, 40 they managed. 

In the city, though, things fell apart. Sarah and Roy began 
to drink and then to fight. The children were apprehended by Child Wek- 
fare. This gave Sarah and Roy more reasons to drink and fight, and they 
finally Separated. Sarah sobered up for a while and some of her children 
were returned, but it didn't Last Long. Sarah couldn't handle all the 
problems she faced as a Single mother: she was on public assistance, had 
no other family members to rely on and some of her children were still 
An f04ter homes scattered around the province. She started to drink 
again and the children were re-apprehended. This vicious cycke continued 
for a number of years until Sarah finally found herself facing Permanent 
Wandship proceedings for all nine children. She realized she now risked 
Losing her children forever. 

An NCSA Family Courtworker had been working with Sarah on and 
04% through the years. Sarah contacted her, knowing that this might be 
her Last chance. The Family Courtworker began to see her twice a week. 
The Courtworker made referrals to NCSA'S Family Life Improvement Program 
for parenting skills and to a Native Women's group for support and group 
work. The Courtworker not only gave Sarah support and encouragement but 
contacted Sarah's Child Welfare Worker and they began to work together. 
The Courtworker wrote an extensive case history for the Child Welfare 
Worker and she contacted the foster parents of Sarah's children. 

Sarah abstained from drinking. After 9 months of stability 
and hard work on Sarah's part, arrangements were made for her to visit 
Some of her children. The Courtworker made the travel arrangements, get- 
ting bus vouchers since some of the children were in foster homes 150 
mkLes from the city. The Courtworker assisted in supervising some of 
these visits, she even supervised an & hour visit where Sarah was together 
with alk 9 of her children at once. 

During this period, the Courtworker spent a lot of time couns- 
ekking Sarah. They talked about Sanah's concern that she wasn'ta {it 
mother, that she should just give up. They talked about Sarah taking 
responsibility for her Wife, about Sarah becoming independent, about 
her relationships with men, and about taking a realistic view of Life. 

When Roy turned up from nowhere and stole Sarah's car, Sarah 
found herself charged with a hit and run offence. The Courtworker found 
her a Lawyer who handled the case for nothing. 

. An assessment was done not Long after this, and soon four of 
the children were returtned to Sarah's care. 


* Names and details of the case have been changed. 
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A Homemaker from NCSA came now and then to hekp out. 

Case Conferences happened almost weekly. Once the Courtworker 
had to make a 2 hour presentation to a psychologist who wanted the child- 
nen made Permanent Wards. 

The three youngest children were a Special problem. Should the 
Permanent Wardship proceeding go ahead? They had not been in Sarah's care 
for years. It was finally decided to adjourn the hearings and more of the 
older children were returned one by one. Sarah took over mone responsibs- 
Lity for her family: she made arrangements for thetr schooling, she took 
over all the child rearing and domestic duties, ending her reliance on 
the Homemaker. She began to adapt to her new Life as a single mother. 

The story does not end hene, happily ever after. Sarah is stirl 
adjusting. Akl this happened only a year ago. She backskid once, when 
She went out drinking for an evening, but the Family Courtworker investi- 
gated, reporting to the Child Welfare Worker and they decided it wasn't 
Likeky to happen again: It had been a reaction to pressure. Not a good 
neason, but understandable. 

Sanah and her famcly are stihl working hard. Not al the young- 
est children are home yet, but Sarah has her hopes up. Her Family Court- 
worker and her Child Welfare Worker are supporting her all the way. 


Sarah and her family represent a "typical case" for NCSA's 
Courtworkers. What does the Family Courtworker Program do? 


The main objectives of NCSA's Family Courtworker Program are: 


o To maintain the family unit 
o To reduce delinduency 
o To reduce breakdown in Native families 


The program offers services before, during and after court, 
including: 


o assisting clients to understand their legal rights and respon- 
sibility 

o sensitizing the Youth and Family court systems to Native 

concerns 

helping clients obtain the services of a lawyer 

providing information to court 

providing moral support to clients 

explaining the services offered by Social Service and other 

agencies 

making referrals and providing follow-ups 

representing clients at case conferences 

providing counselling and support to clients and their families 

providing juvenile probation supervision 

promoting prevention programs 

assisting in foster care 

working closely with Social Service and other agencies in 

information exchange and program development 
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Family Courtworkers appear or are on call in all Family and 
Youth courts. They work out of NCSA's offices, which are located pro- 
vince wide. Because Family Courtworkers share office space with other 
NCSA program staff, it is easy to involve Family Courtworker clients 
in a network of services. These services include: criminal courtwork, 
liaison services in federal and provincial correctional institutions, 
parenting skills programs (the Family Life Improvement Program and the 
Self Help Improvement Program), Homemakers, probation supervision, 
parole supervision, fine options and youth groups. 

In 1983-84, Family Courtworkers had approximately 17,000 
client contacts. About 14,000 of these were Family Court related, 
3,000 were Youth Court related. 

In Family Court, 43% of the contacts were with adult females, 
another 43% were with government and private agencies. The remainder 
were with adult males, victims, and juveniles. Problems courtworkers 
dealt with included: wardship reviews (37%), apprehensions (19%), 
custody by dispute (10%), divorce (9%), abuse/neglect (9%), mainten- 
ance (8%) and other matters such as restraining orders, custody by 
agreement and permanent wardships. 

Agency contacts focussed on case conferences (36%), client- 
related duties (36%), public relations (11%) and other matters such 
as meetings, acting as a resource, attending workshops and holding 
workshops. 

In Youth Court, the largest proportion of clients contacted 
were juvenile males (45%). Females were 17% of the total. Agency con- 
tacts made up 29% of all contacts. The main concerns the Courtworkers 
had to deal with were: property offences (63%), followed by offences 
against the person (9%) , probation reviews (8%), the School Act (8%) and 
other matters such as breaches, drug and alcohol offences, and food and 
drug act offences. : 

Agency conta 
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urtworker Program began formally in 1974 although 
re providing service: in family court for a num- 
ber of years before meein 1974, funding became available from the 
Alberta Law Foundation to begin a specialized program as a pilot project. 
The program proved its worth and funding was then assumed by Alberta 
Social Services and Community Health. In 1984, because of the Youthful 
Offenders Act, the program was transferred under the jurisdiction of 
the Alberta Solicitor General's Department. Also in 1984, NCSA began and 
is now in the final stages of conducting a review of the program. 
The final report will soon be available, at cost, to any interested 
groups. 


Note: The main office of NCSA has moved. Our new address is: 


NCSA 
5th Floor, Victoria Place 
10009 - 108 Street 
Edmonton, Alberta 
mod, 2 3C5 

Phone: (403) 423-2141 
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Edmonton, AB Canada T6G 2E9 








wii 





